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Serial entrepreneur Wong Toon King almost remained a civil servant. Armed with a government scholarship, Wong
was poised for a promising career at the then National Computer Board (now Infocomm Development Authority) when
he graduated with a degree in Computer Science and Engineering from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).
His four-year study, characterised by the famed university's gung-ho spirit of "pioneering, innovating and taking on
the world", had left a deep, lasting impression.
Wong returned to Singapore at the start of the information technology era. He was tasked to be an 'IT Architect',
where, among other projects, he helped draw up the IT2000 nationwide broadband master plan. So it seemed he
was all set to play a key role in the country's IT sector, but then came a "jolt". At a MIT class reunion, a former
classmate told Wong he was giving the hard-to-enter MIT doctorate programme a miss, so as to jump on a "once in
a lifetime opportunity" start-up.
Wong was spurred into action. Convinced of the internet's potential to take off in a phenomenal way, he started his
own internet company, SilkRoute Ventures, while he served out the remainder of his scholarship bond – and the rest
is history. SilkRoute Ventures became one of Singapore’s largest internet companies of the 1990s, and Wong, a
poster boy for IT entrepreneurship. Within a few years, he made enough money to pay off his scholarship.
Next came a string of awards, including 'Asia’s Internet Visionary of the Year' in 2000, the 'World Economic Forum’s
Global Leader of Tomorrow', and the 'National Youth Award for Entrepreneurship' in 2001. Wong subsequently sold
SilkRoute Ventures in-part to Hong Kong-listed telecom, media and property conglomerate, PCCW, controlled by
Richard Li, son of Hong Kong tycoon Li Ka Shing. Wong also found time to co-found an online media company, Asia
Content Ltd, which was later listed on NASDAQ, the tech-heavy stock exchange that is the magnet for high tech
companies all over the world.
Today, Wong, 44, is chairman of the Z Group, a privately-held collection of companies started by him in areas as
diverse as technology, sports and lifestyle. In 2005, he became the “happy owner” of The Happy People Co, the
Singapore franchisee of Ben & Jerry’s, a popular ice-cream brand from the Unites States. Wong, a former medal-
winning national fencer, also co-founded a fencing school.
Ice cream, épées and broadband networks do not necessarily gel together, but they all represent important
landmarks of Wong's entrepreneurial journey, which he shared at a recent talk organised by SMU's Institute of
Innovation and Entrepreneurship (http://www.smu.edu.sg/institutes/iie/Events/2010.asp).
Cash and shares
For many of the entrepreneurs involved in technology start-ups during the dot-com era, working in Silicon Valley was
something of a rite of passage. Wong is no exception, and his experience there certainly left him impassioned, as he
immersed within a culture where everyone lived, worked and breathed entrepreneurship.
“In Silicon Valley, even lawyers are entrepreneurial. When a client comes to them for legal advice on a potential
business idea, they are trained to say, ‘Great idea! I know someone who can do this!’ They know everything and
they know a lot of people. They are like power brokers.” Even when he was looking for office space for his fast-
expanding company, property agents and landlords were asking what his business idea was and if they liked it, they
would ink a deal that included a share in the company and not just cash for the rental.
Beyond an entrepreneurial spirit, business owners must understand broad trends and be able to pick out those that
spell market opportunities. To illustrate this point, Wong used a series of “S-curves” that show the three main
growth phases of the high-tech industry: from mainframe computing in the 1950s, to personal computing in the
1970s, to then network computing in the 1990s. The Wong sees it, with each wave of innovation, technology life
cycles are getting steeper and shorter.
During the mainframe computing era, the business model was “one-to-many” and only a handful made money, said
Wong. Later, the “one-to-one” model of personal computing allowed more people, such as Steve Jobs and Bill Gates,
to make money.  During the Internet age of “many-to-many”, an even larger number amassed huge profits for
themselves.
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However, the age of Microsoft, the dominant player in personal computing software, is almost over, he opined. Wong
believes that the next big curve is “knowledge computing”. Trouble is, there is too much good and useless
information out there – any Tom Dick and Harry can now publish online. Then there are those like Salman Khan, a
former hedge fund analyst (not the Bollywood actor of the same name) who holds master degrees in engineering and
business from MIT and Harvard respectively. The man has attracted millions of users (including Bill Gates and his
children) to his khanacademy.org (http://www.khanacademy.org/about) archive of mathematics and science tutorial
videos, all of which are produced from a work space the size of half a cupboard.
Surfers and entrepreneurs
Would-be entrepreneurs need to have a good sense of timing too, said Wong. His advice: Start at the early part of
each trend curve, just like serious surfers would wait in the sea before a wave comes in. Even then, he cautions,
many would fail in their venture while others would succeed only halfway.
“When you study most of the successful entrepreneurs, they easily need five to 10 years before they can hit the
top of the S-curve. If you come in too late, you won't have enough experience, learning points and a good team
that have gone through difficulties to make it happen. When you get slammed with a wave, your team would not
know how to deal with it. But if you get slammed earlier in the curve, you can still recover,” said Wong.
“As the journey continues upwards, your troops get tired, you have less cash, and this is where you need to believe
in what you are doing and have the determination to press on. You need to recognise that the journey would get a
little harder just before you reach the top of the curve and enjoy the view,” he added. After that, there is a down
period where some companies will not be able to manage and so they collapse. Yet, there will be others who will
innovate, and so they ride on the next ‘S’ curve. Sounds simple enough, but Wong throws in a caveat: This doesn't
happen very often in the technology industry.
“It is difficult to move from one mountain, one mindset and all the things that have made you successful to another
one,” he said. His personal take is to know when to hedge one's bets, exit, or take a leap. Referring to high-tech
consultant Geoffrey Moore’s book, Crossing the Chasm (http://www.amazon.com/Crossing-Chasm-Marketing-High-
Tech-Mainstream/dp/0066620023), Wong noted that a technology’s adoption life cycle is typically as such: the
trend starts, builds up and then reaches a “chasm” or valley. This is where the technology succeeds or goes away.
This “chasm” is the crucial period where a company’s ability to handle a major blip in the growth curve, like the 1997
global financial crisis, will be the test of its long-term sustainability. And for the technology industry, it will be
especially “treacherous”.  Wong recounted that when his company was building platforms that handled billions of
dollars in transactions, they had to grapple with technological changes every year. However, if it succeeds, it will go
into a “tornado” where everybody wants a piece of it.
“You need to know when to exit when you’ve made the profits. Resetting can present new wealth creation
opportunities. But most importantly, you must believe that you’re making great changes and making an impact, and
not just be concerned about making money,” he said. Today, the computer king turned ice-cream man has set his
sight on making people happy.
Barbarians first, then experts
Wong recalled that when he first brought Ben & Jerry’s into the Singapore market, the brand had to compete with
Haagen Daaz, which had already been around for 25 years. He spent the first three years at the frontline, serving
customers, wiping tables, and learning the ropes of the business. This, according to him, is the reality that
entrepreneurs need to face. “You roll up your sleeves, you face rejection, but when you knock on ten doors, maybe
one will open. The key is to keep your capital requirements low. Forget the car or condo for the first few years,” he
said.
Wong feels that the franchise, now in its fifth year of operations, might be in the “tornado” stage. Many
Singaporeans are lapping up unique flavours of ice-cream and a number of young entrepreneurs are setting up ice-
cream shops to cater to this growing demand. The company is thus at the point where it has to be careful with cash
flow and must come up with competitive strategies. He has plans to expand from the current eight outlets to 20
eventually.
With years of experience in running different businesses over various phases, Wong said he has grown to also
appreciate the need for different kinds of talent. “In the initial start-up phase, you need barbarians in your
management team. When you are nearing the peak of the life cycle, you need the experts to maintain the
company,” he said.
“When you’re fighting in a tornado, everyone has to be a leader in their respective field and be able to confidently
make decisions. It is important to build your management team early and build a culture. No matter how great the
business opportunity is, you must build a company that is sustainable. If you don’t, it won’t last,” he added. He
pointed out gravely that it was the “growth at all cost” mentality during the recent financial crisis that caused greed
to germinate as people were fudging numbers to meet expectations.
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By any measure, Wong checks many boxes on the list that defines a person’s “success” – academic achievements,
medals from international sporting meets, a track record of building companies and of course, a comfortable level of
wealth. The Wong of today is a far cry from when he was first starting this entrepreneurial journey, when he did not
even know what a balance sheet was. His personal measure of success, however, is “doing what you love –
everyday". With a broad, genuine smile on his face, he concluded: "I'm happy doing what I'm doing".
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